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The proposed Malecón Tajamar project near the Mexican resort of Cancún has become the latest
battleground in the conflict between conservationists and development interests in Quintana Roo
state. At issue is the proposed residential development of 3,600 homes, a condominium tower,
shopping malls, and office buildings in the municipality of Benito Juárez, which also encompasses
Cancún. The proposed 59-hectare development––which would also include a huge building for
a Roman Catholic church with the tallest cross in Latin America––was planned for an area of
protected mangroves known as Manglar Tajamar.
The local conservation group Salvemos Manglar Tajamar has clashed with the supporters of the
project, including Gov. Roberto Borge and Benito Juárez Mayor Paul Michell Carrillo de Cáceres,
both members of the governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), as well as a group of 22
developers, led by Bi & Di Real Estate de México, a subsidiary of an Italian company. Two federal
agencies––the Procuraduría Federal de Protección al Ambiente (PROFEPA) and the Fondo Nacional
de Fomento al Turismo (FONATUR)—have sided with the developers. FONATUR provided the
permits that allowed the developers to proceed with the project.
“Among the 22 companies that want to participate in the development of the 59 hectares of Manglar
Tajamar are several businesses owned by politicians and large corporations, primarily based in
Nuevo León and Quintana Roo,” said the online news site Sinembargo.mx.
The conflict over the future of Malecón Tajamar is the second major dispute in Benito Juárez
municipality between conservationists and supporters of development. In 2013, the PRI-led
government of Quintana Roo state strongly supported the Chinese-sponsored mega-project Dragon
Mart, which would have included 3,000 commercial and retail spaces on a 120,000-square-meter
site (SourceMex, Jan 16, 2013). In that project, however, local authorities and federal environmental
agencies sided with conservationists to block it (SourceMex, May 1, 2013, Aug. 20, 2014, and Jan. 28,
2015).
The opposition to the Malecón Tajamar began growing last fall, after developers resurrected plans
that had been put on hold for some time. Conservationists responded with legal challenges when
the developers announced their intentions to proceed. The legal efforts included an injunction that
lawyers for Salvemos Manglar Tajamar filed on behalf of a group of 113 children. This injunction
was dropped in November when a court (Juzgado Cuarto) announced that it would require the
plaintiffs, meaning the children, to pay 20 million pesos (just over US$1 million) in compensation to
the companies who were unable to proceed with the project.
“The right of children to a healthy environment costs 20 million pesos,” Aracely Domínguez, a
member of Salvemos Manglar Tajamar, said then.
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Developers bulldoze trees
Work on Malecón Tajamar remained suspended for weeks after the court decision, but
environmental groups and conservation organizations continued efforts to block construction.
Developers decided to move on the project in mid-January. In the very early morning of Jan.
16, bulldozers, dump trucks, and cranes razed trees in the area where the complex was to be
constructed. The construction crews were protected by 140 municipal and state police who
prevented protestors from interfering.
“This mangrove that took thousands of years to develop was devastated with the help of municipal
and state police and tons of machinery,” Miguel Rivas, director of the coastal campaigns for
Greenpeace México, wrote in the organization’s blog.
According to Rivas, the developers made use of the permit awarded to FONATUR in 2005.
Greenpeace and other conservationists assert that the tourism promotion agency provided
incomplete and false data on the nature of the site, including the nature of the flora and the fauna
at the site. In its request for the permit in 2005, FONATUR offered assurances that the site did not
have any special traits that would qualify it as an exceptional ecosystem. Later, FONATUR asserted
that trees in the area had been dead since 2012, opening the door for the agency to cede its permit to
developers.
Some advocates have openly questioned the legality of the FONATUR permit. A coalition of 30
organizations led by the Centro Mexicano de Derecho Ambiental (CEMDA) signed a petition to
the Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) to rescind the authorization
provided to FONATUR, thereby forcing the cancellation of the project. “We do not recognize the
legality of the permit,” Alejandra Serrano, CEMDA’s regional coordinator for the Southeast, told
Sinembargo.mx. “The violations of the terms of the permit are clear, and an immediate revocation is
needed to prevent a greater impact to the ecosystem.”

A violation of federal wildlife law
The decision by the developers to move forward with the project angered environmental advocates,
who suggested that environmental laws had been violated. Article 60 of the federal wildlife law
(Ley General de Vida Silvestre), which explicitly prohibits any human activities that could affect the
integrity of coastal mangroves, reads in part, “The removal, infill, transplant, or pruning or any other
activities that might affect the integrity of the ecological flow of the mangrove; of the ecosystem and
the areas it affects … is prohibited.”
“Mangroves are supposed to be protected by the law, that is why [the opposition to the
development] is so relevant,” said Rivas, of Greenpeace México.
Greenpeace México and other advocates pointed to the importance of mangroves for commercial
purposes, including the commercial production of fish. Mangroves also provide an effective way of
breaking the destructive force of hurricanes, which are a frequent occurrence in Quintana Roo and
other areas of the Yucatán Peninsula.
Conservationists also insist that state and federal authorities allowed clearing of the area without the
proper relocation of crocodiles, iguanas, birds, snakes, and other indigenous species that were living
on the site.
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“It’s not only the mangroves, there were thousands of animals living there,” said Domínguez, of
Salvemos Manglar Tajamar. “Most of them are now dead, and the ones who managed to survive the
attack are now without food, water, or even a place to live.”
Rivas added, “The destruction, endorsed by state and federal authorities, deprived crocodiles,
iguanas, birds, snakes, and other species of their habitat.”
The importance of protecting mangroves for wildlife is spelled out on PROFEPA’s website.
“The coastal swamps, in particular mangroves, are diverse ecosystems of great environmental
importance,” the environmental protection agency says. “They are considered areas of food and
refuge, where crustaceans and fish can grow and develop.”
The PROFEPA site also points out that mangroves serve as a natural system of flood control and as a
natural barrier against hurricanes, noting, “They control erosion, protect the coasts, and improve the
quality of water by serving as a biological filter.”
There is disagreement among environmental officials about the project. “We did not give our
approval. We would never give the green light for this type of project,” said Environment Secretary
Rafael Pacchiano Alamán in response to questions from legislators from the center-left Partido de la
Revolución Democrática (PRD), which filed a formal complaint about the Malecón Tajamar with the
Procuraduría General de la República (PGR). The PRD complaint ascribes responsibility to officials
from SEMARNAT, PROFEPA and FONATUR, as well as to Quintana Roo Gov. Borge and Benito
Juarez Mayor Carrillo for causing damage to an environmentally sensitive area.
PROFEPA director Guillermo Haro Bélchez said, however, that the project had not violated any
laws and that the work carried out at Tajamar was conducted “with full environmental impact
authorization.”
“FONATUR complied with all terms and conditions in the removal of the vegetation, but failed to do
so in the rescue of wildlife,” Haro Bélchez said.

Environmental groups consider options
Environmental groups are considering all their options to halt the project. The nongovernmental
organization Defensores del Manglar has announced plans to submit a formal complaint to the
Ramsar Convention in Switzerland. The convention, which Mexico has signed, is an international
accord for the conservation and sustainable use of wetlands. The group argues the mangrove near
Cancún is protected under the convention, even though the area does not appear to be specifically
included on the list of more than 140 sites in Mexico certified by Ramsar
Advocates have also collected more than 106,000 signatures to demand that the UN change the
site of the meeting of the biological diversity convention, scheduled to be held in Cancún next
December. The biological diversity group was formed under the auspices of the COP13 talks, held in
2007 in Bali, Indonesia.
“Neither the [Quintana Roo] state government or the federal government are qualified to host
this very relevant event that focuses on the defense of biodiversity,” said the petition presented
via the online site Change.org. “The facts speak for themselves; [the authorities] have no interest
in protecting human rights, including the right to a healthy and balanced environment, or on the
international commitments that have been subscribed.”
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Court issues injunction against project
In the midst of the conflict, the conservationists attained a small victory when a court ordered a
suspension of the project a day after the site had been cleared. The court was responding to another
lawsuit filed on behalf of infant Ethan Xibalba Vera Jiménez.
The legal action is similar to the suit filed in September, and later withdrawn, on behalf of the
113 children. The same court (Juzgado Cuarto) was involved in all the decisions. The latest suit,
presented by Samanta Yeraldín Jiménez Chávez, alleges that the destruction of the mangrove would
deprive Ethan, who is 10 months old, of his constitutional right to a clean and healthy environment.
“A provisional suspension was handed down that will benefit us all as well as the Tajamar
Mangrove,” Salvemos Manglar Tajamar said in a message distributed on social media shortly after
the Juzgado Cuarto announced its decision.
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